PREFACE

It was while serving as secretary of the Hansard
Society and editor of Parliamentary Affairs that I became
convinced of the need for a book on British government
which would do more than describe how the system
functions today. There is much about the British form of
government which must strike the casual observer as
curious: a Speaker who hardly ever speaks (pages 76-
79); a Sovereign who reigns but does not rule (pages 20-
27); a leader of the Minority Party in the House of Com-
mons who is entitled to a special salary from public funds
in recognition of his work as the Government's chief
critic (page 141); a legislature which still insists that it is
a Breach of Privilege for anyone to publish an account of
parliamentary proceedings (pages 262 and 266); the cus-
tom that one of the most powerful parliamentary com-
mittees is invariably presided over by a leading member
of the Minority Party (page 95). Yet these practices,
often seemingly absurd, have their roots deep in British
history and can be properly understood only in the light
of that history*
r Any book about British government must start with
Parliament. A Parliament was originally a meeting for
parley or consultation. Later the word was used to des-
cribe not only the meeting but also the people who
attended. Parliamentary government is the system
whereby the executive branch of the government is